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Volume 21 - Issue 18, 
Aug. 28 - Sep. 10, 
2004 

India's National Magazine 
from the publishers of THE 


Frontline 
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COMMUNALISM 


The chains of Pirana 


DIONNE BUNSHA 
in Pirana 


A Gujarat village that follows a Sufi-inspired faith, a blend of 
Islam and Hinduism, is in danger of being swamped by Hindji 
fundamentalism. 



Dholia - Imam 
Shah's Bed Room 
<il(Gl 2U - tfHIH Sll§ 
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Imam Shah 
Bawa's Kabar / 
Dargah 
tfHIH 311$ 
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Imam Shah's 
Descendent' s Kabar / 
Dargah 
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The Pir Imam Shah Bawa |dargah.| 


PIR IMAM SHAH BAWA's devotees are chained at the f^et. They 
close their eyes and pray ferventl y while walking towards tnk Sufi 
saint's tomb, the Hajrat Pir Imam Shah Bawa Roza, in Pirana village, 
outside Ahmedabad. If the chain disent angles in the first few s tep\ it 
means that your prayer will be grante d soon. If not, it is a sign that r 
will take some time. Today, the Pi r's followers are entangled in a 
dispute that could threaten the existence of their faith. 

Residents of Pirana still follow Imam Shah Bawa's teachings of love 
and harmony, a Sufi-inspired amal gam of Islam and Hinduism. But 
powerful religious heads close to the Sangh Parivar are trying to 
communalise their belief, reducing it to little more than a sect o f 
Hinduism. 
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As per Islamic Values; No Idol is 
placed, hence only pictures of 
Gods. 

Majority of Hindus (except Arya 
Samaj) follow Idol worship. 

Arya Samaj does not believe in 
pictures also. It believes only in 
Yagya (Holy Fire). 
ewatHHi hCT ctGfa S. a vniiljl 

_ Sl iS JjpC crtStl §&Ct WOlCllctoll 

6U ?iveu &. (=2Hiai whi* 
(slcuei) ij|?[ ^%iHi H°t &. 

Ul^l otsA Hlolctl, $&ct 

2l§lHi H°t S. 


— 

Dholia, the "bedroom" of Imam, redecorated with pictures of 
Hindu gods. 

Imam Shah's 
hand written 
Koran. 

In the heat of the conflict, the Koran, handwritten by the Pir, which 

tfHIH 311$ 


Bawa is believed to have founded the Satpanth (true path) faith around 
600 years ago. He taught tolerance and the universality of religions. 

The sect is an offshoot of Ismaili t cachings, a liberal br anch of Shiite 
Islam followed by the A ga Khani Khojas, and it attracted devotees 
from religions other than H unduism and Islam too. All 1 8 
communities living in Pirana village, belonging to different castes and 
religions, are devotees of Imam Shah Bawa. 


An Ismaili Sect, 
which is part of 
Shia Muslim. 

®. 2 U y*KH.Hl«t oil 
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The shrine also attracts followers from different parts of India. Hindu 
followers, called ' Satpanthis', comprise 85 per cent of the sect. S everal 
of them are from the Kutchi Pa tel community . Musi im followers, 
ca lled 'Saiyeds', are considered to be the saint's direct descendents. 

The Pir's devotees did not define themselves as Hindu or Muslim until 
they were forced to do so by th e British Census in the mid- 19th 
century. The pres sure of Islamic reforms and the rise of Hindu 
revivalist groups also made them adopt clearly de fined religious 
identities. 



A barbed wire fence put up by the Satpanthi dargah 
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Dholia: Imam Shah 
Bawa's Bedroom. 
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administation to separate the Pir’s tomb from the masjid. 
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Dholia:Masjid and 
Graveyard. 
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After the death of the saint, a shrine was built over Imam Shah Bawa's ty 
tomb. Within the comple x, they also built a~Dholia at the spo t where 
he used to sleep, a mosque and a graveyard. Un til 1931, the complex^ 
was a private property belonging to the Saiyeds, and was 
administrated by the head of the Satpanthis called 'Kaka', according to 
an article by researcher Dominique Sila-Khan. Some Satpanthis filed a 
case against the then Kaka Ramji Laxman (a Kutchi Patel) for 
misusing funds. 

The court ordered that a public trus t be set up to manage the property. 

The trust was to cons ist of se ven Satpanthi and three Saiyed 
representatives elected every five years. Bu t elections to the trust have 
not been held for the past 15 years. A conflict between the Satpanthis 
and the Saiyeds emerged when th e la st religious leader Karsan Das 
Kaka tried to Hinduise the belief. Th e dispute has resulted in a spate of 
legal battles. 

IN the late 1980s, the Kaka made se veral changes to the literature, 
rituals and prayers, removing any hint of Islamic influence. When this 
writer visited the shrine, the guide appointed by the trust made it a 
point to keep telling her, "This is a Hindu samadhi mandir. It has no 
connection with Islam." "Our prayers had words like Om as well as 
Rehman and Rahim." 

"The shrine administration has take n out the Islamic words. They are 
destroying the meaning of the phi losophy," said Bharat Patel, a 


carpenter who lives in Pi rana. He is also a Satpanthi, but resents the 
hijacking of the sect by a few powerful Kutchi Patels. "They are like a 
gang. It has become very politi cal. The Vishwa Hindu Parishad 
(VHP), the Bajrang Dal and the police are with th em . A nyone who 
question^henm^aken to the pol ice station. There is no meaning to 
the Satpanth anymore. It has become ve ry casteist. In the gurukul, 
they only look after the children of Ku tchi Patels, not others. I used to 
go to the shrine everyday. But since th ey have destroyed it all, I don't 
go there. We don't get any respect," says Bharat Patel. 


In the post-Babri Masjid demoliti on fervour, the VHP allied with 
Karsan Kaka and the trustees to arrange a huge Sadhu Sammelan 
inside the dargah_complex_in _1993._ _ _T_h_ey_ pledged to jeyxmver? to" 
^Hinduism _and_change the_ shrine_i_n_ _to_a temple {The dargah was re- 
named 'P'rerna Pith' or 'samadhi mandir'. 


Dargah is renamed 
as Prerna Pith or 
Samadhi Mandir. 
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Property belongs to 
Saiyeds. Satpanthis 
only administer it. 

Tpaucxu hl(gIs *Uiel 

§5d. circle 
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Books were 
changed by Karsan 
Kaka. 
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Real Satpanth 
Values are 
destroyed. 
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Sadhu Sammelan: 
Pledged to Re-covert to 
Hinduism. That means 
at present they are not 
Hindus. This means 
Sadhus know that 
Satpanth is not a hindu 
sect, nor there is a 
temple there, 
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The graveyard within the Pir Imam Shah Bawa dargah complex. 
Muslim devotees say that coconut trees have been planted at the 
spot to prevent them from using it as a burial site. 


Graveyard 

■LfUllsilcj tfHIH tll§ 

SPOILS <j SOWN. 


"Kaka" is renamed to 
"Maharaj" and 
"Acharya" 

"SLSL" erj <41H C4£C-(R 

?PHclLHi *U«j. 


The Kaka discarded his old title and re-appointed himself 'Maharaj' 

and ' Acharya' . The trust cut off wa ter and electricity supply to the 

masjid, saying that it was not part of the dargah complex. The 'Om' 
symbol was painted all over the sh rine. T he Dholia was renovated 
with pictures of Hindu gods. Th e communal violence of 2002 further 
emboldened the VHP. Led by Bajra ng Dal leader Babu Bajrangi, an 
accused in the Naroda Patiya mass acre (the worst mas s murder in 
Gujarat), they stopped the traditional Tazia procession from the masjid 
to the dargah on the day ot Moharram in January 2003. 


"Tazia" an Islamic 
rituals is practiced. 

cllBeu, £ls BwhM 

elect, UlOlctl 


Both Hindu and Muslim devotees pa rticipate in this procession. A 
barbed wire fence was built separa ting the masjid from the dargah. 
Two entrances to the dargah were seal ed off. "In our village, there is 
no discrimination. Only they are crea ting it within the shrine," said 
Chandrakant Patel, a Pirana re sident from the Kutchi Patel 
community. "We used to pray at both the masjid and the dargah . After 
they put up the fence, it has become difficult to walk across and pray 
in both. They blocked the route of the Tazia procession. Hindus and 
Muslims have not done T azia for two years. Th ey are doing this to 
harass us. They want to cut off th e Saiyeds totally and gain full 
control." 


Koran, used to be 
kept near the tomb. 

tfHIH 3U§®U SCM.? 
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deleft. 


Two copies of the Koran placed n 

disappeared. O ne of them was ha 
Other Islamic books lying near th 


ear the Pir's tomb mysteriously 

ndwritten by Im am Shah Baw a. 
e tomb were also removed. A 


wooden box with silver used dun 


disappeared. Framed copies of a 


ng the Moharram procession also 

farman, a document from King 


vanished. The original copy of this 
plate, which is in the trust's 


document is written on a silver 
;ion. The 50-year-old tomb o 


Saiyed Taskdukhusain, a trustee, located near the dargah, was 


Aurangzeb donating 45 acres of land and money to the trust, also 


Aurangzeb donated 
45 Acres of land 
and money. 
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demolished completely. 



The religious head of Satpanthis, Nanakdas Kaka, who calls 
himself Guru Maharaj Jagatguru Satpanth Acharya. 


Offerings from 
Dargah are for 
Saiyeds. 
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Ironically, Saiyeds in Pirana who filed a case against the 
disappearance of these trea sures were arrested for looting and sent to 
the Sabarmati Central Jail. What did they loot? Prasad from the temple 
- jaggery, sugar and coconuts. Ever y day, offerings from the dargah 
are supposed to be given to the Saiy eds. It is an old custom. But in 
1998. the administration stopped the nr actice. in a move to further 
isolate the Saiyeds. 

After an argument, they got the Sa iyeds arrested for armed robbery. 
The present religious head, know n as Nanakdas Kaka, who calls 
himself Guru Maharaj Jagatguru Sa tpant Acharya, denied that the 
missing documents or monuments ever existed. He told Frontline that 
the Satpanthi faith was a ' Vedic religion', which had followers from 
various communities. When this writ er asked him whether the shrine 
was a dargah or a mandir, he said, "M uslim followers call it dargah. It 
is a difference in language. But all donations are given by Hindus, not 
Muslims." 


The dargah administration is adam ant about discarding its 600-year- 
old history. But many devotees would not let them forget the past. It 
would take a miracle to free th e chains now binding Imam Shah 
Bawa's followers. 


600 year old history 
is being tried to 
change. 
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